Gem Reading in the Low Countries during the Early Modern Period by Lee, Seung A
 MASTER THESIS ARTS AND CULTURE 
SPECIALISATION MUSEUMS AND COLLECTIONS 
ACADEMIC YEAR 2016/2017 
 
Student: Seung A Lee (s1904736) 
E-mail:  leeetmddk@naver.com 
 
Supervisor:  Dr. Marika Keblusek 
Co-Reader:  Dr. Elizabeth den Hartog 
 
Submitted on 27/07/2017 
Gem Reading in the    
Low Countries during the 
Early Modern Period 
  
I 
 
List of Contents 
 
Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 1 
1. History of Gem Collecting and Notion of Engraved Gem Images ..................................... 9 
2. Gem Knowledge Dispersion and Transformation ............................................................ 14 
3. Gem Books in the Low Countries .................................................................................... 20 
4. Gem Image Representation and Alteration ....................................................................... 31 
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 38 
List of Illustrations .................................................................................................................... II 
Bibliography .......................................................................................................................... XV 
 
 
1 
 
Introduction 
At the beginning of the early modern period, humanism sparked fresh enthusiasm toward 
antiquarian activity.1 This gave rise to a variety of practices which allowed collectors to 
acquaint themselves with the famous scene of the classical past. Collectors were sharing 
images and ideas by establishing circles with other collectors and visitors. Engraved gems 
were an integral component as being part of antique collections that experienced this practice 
from the Renaissance onwards.2 They were rigorously sought after in this period, since the 
images depicted on their surface and ideas derived therefrom were essential in the humanism 
focused on Classicism during the early modern period. Engraved gems had existed since 
ancient times, but interesting points arise if we consider the changing attitude toward these 
objects of classical antiquity from Greece and Rome during the early modern period, 
compared to the previous period, the Middle Ages.3 
Because the early modern period was the era in which the revival of Greek Roman 
ancient culture fostered widespread utilisation of mythological images, I aim to capture the 
transcending gem image perception from the Middle Ages to the early modern period and the 
dispersion of knowledge on engraved gems in the Renaissance in this study. The revived 
admiration for ancient gem images was also expressed through the representation of these 
images on other gems, casts, letters, book pages and paintings. The reproduction of gems into 
different media occasionally resulted in altered images compared to the original depictions on 
the gems. 
Early modern reproductions of famous engraved gems were increasingly being crafted 
in the fifteenth century. They could take various forms, either as true to scale engraved gems, 
real-size paintings on the edges of manuscripts, or even enlarged carvings of the gem motifs 
on portals. Until the printing press was invented, images of engraved gems could not be 
easily distributed and circulated on paper. Therefore, the gems and their images were 
represented in the form of plaster or even metals with high material value such as bronze, 
underlining the high appreciation towards engraved gems in that period. 
 
                                           
1 Weiss 1988, p. 59. 
2 Engraved gems are carved precious stones that depict ancient mythological scenes, portraits of great ancient 
people, religious scenes, or other. 
3 Impey 1985, p. 223. 
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Researching the image reproduction phenomenon led me to address the symbolism 
found in Renaissance revivals of Greek Roman mythological scenes that could be seen on 
engraved gems. The desire to delve into this topic was initially inspired by Marianne 
Maaskant-Kleibrink’s article “Engraved Gems and Northern European Humanists” (1997), 
where she mainly deals with Low Countries’ humanist collectors’ gem collecting and gem 
book publishing.4 Reading her article alongside Leah R. Clark’s “Collecting and replicating 
antiquities” (2016), which is describing engraved gems’ reproduction, the question arose for 
what reason the Apollo and Marsyas image is chosen as prime mythological image to be 
discussed in these articles.5 Why was the image, which was originally depicted on a gem, so 
highly sought after amongst Renaissance gem collectors? And how did this trend lead to 
representation of images derived from original depictions on the gems into other objects? 
Furthermore, how did the Renaissance contemporaries regard represented antique images’ 
iconography compared to people in preceding eras? I strived to answer these questions which 
were as such never addressed before. To comprehend how Renaissance contemporaries 
gained the knowledge of the gem iconography, I chose the Apollo and Marsyas image as 
main motif to be tackled amongst numerous mythological images. Various form of copies of 
this image’s original gem were produced in diverse materials. Hence, whilst tracing the 
represented images derived from one single original gem, we can understand more precisely 
why there are manifold possible interpretations on how producers of gem copies and owners 
of those understood the classical mythology through the altered images of gems.  
Existing research on engraved gems mainly deals with questions of understanding 
gem iconography, ownership of particular gems, and connections between gem collectors. I 
am taking a new approach that suggests the possibility of differing interpretations derived 
from one and the same mythological story, depending on the interpreter. This can be assessed 
by tracing modified images derived from original images on antique gems, in this study 
focusing on the image of Apollo and Marsyas. 
It fascinated me to delve into the aspects of the early modern period that were 
surrounding the engraved gem collecting culture. I endeavored to understand gem image 
comprehension in that era’s point of view, whilst attempting to explain the reasons for 
engaging in gem collecting. 
To understand the enthusiasm for gems during the early modern period, I felt the 
                                           
4 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1997, pp. 229-248. 
5 Clark 2016, p. 1-13. 
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necessity to find and discuss the meaning of the iconography of images depicted on them. 
This thesis assists in understanding the changing iconography on gems, as well as the 
increasing interest of early modern collectors toward gem study. The following section will 
provide an overview on the framework of this study starting with a further examination of 
previous studies. 
 Besides dealing with the iconography of particular gems’ images, recent research 
focused on how engraved gems originated in the ancient period and on understanding the 
mythological scenes depicted on engraved gems. Art historian John Boardman (1997) and 
archaeologist Martin Henig (1997) provide overviews of the myths behind engraved gems’ 
mythological images. Boardman asserts that early classical engraved gems have already been 
messengers of classical motifs at the time when they were produced, as being miniatures of 
sculptures.6 Henig treats the iconography of gems invented by the Greeks, which afterwards 
changed the identification of the images associated with religious mysticism by their Roman 
successors.7 These articles provided me with an orientation on that the functions of gems can 
be diverse and that the varying interpretations of mythological gem images depend on the era 
in which beholders studied the gem’s image. Hence, by identifying the use of gems and the 
changing iconography in a preliminary manner of the early modern period, I further clarify in 
this study how to understand the use and images of engraved gems during the early modern 
period by telling the difference compared to earlier periods. 
To understand how gem image possessors interpreted the iconography of the images 
and how the resulting knowledge dispersed, gem collectors during the Renaissance should be 
discussed first. Early modern collectors played an essential role in the conservation of antique 
gems as well as in the dispersion of knowledge about the stones and their images. This is 
previously discussed in the paper “Engraved Gems and Northern European Humanists” (1997) 
of archaeologist Marianne Maaskant-Kleibrink.8  The period was seeing vigorous book 
production in order to create a medium to achieve knowledge, the image use in gem books 
and the image transformation therein is well introduced. However, the alteration of original 
images is described as ignoble practice. Considering that the producers of the books were 
humanist scholars, it seems unlikely that modifications of gem images were caused by mere 
inaccuracy, and I was motivated to find other reasons why these alternations took place. Thus, 
                                           
6 Boardman 1997, pp. 13-21. 
7 Henig 1997, pp. 23-32. 
8 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1997, pp. 229-248. 
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I felt it is worthy to inquire the further facts about this. 
The art historians David Jaffé and Marjon van der Meulen take a similar approach. 
Their papers help to illustrate the role of Renaissance scholars in the preservation and 
dispersion of Greek Roman engraved gems. In “Reproducing and Reading Gems in Ruben’s 
Circle” (1997), David Jaffé addresses three seventeenth-century publications on engraved 
gems.9 He also discusses a letter written by French antiquarian and scientist Nicolas-Claude 
Fabri de Peiresc (1580-1637) concerning a gem depicting a Cupid that has been amended 
with a Christ’s monogram in ancient times. A more general discussion of Peiresc’s interest in 
and knowledge of gems is held by Marjon van der Meulen in “Nicolas-Claude Fabri de 
Peiresc and Antique Glyptic” (1997).10 The author includes passages from Peiresc’s many 
correspondences, papers, and inventories. These provide an overview on how the subject 
matters in engraved gem images are important records on their own. Letters bear exceptional 
value for recording gems that survived medieval times and reveal the contemporaries’ 
opinions toward engraved gems. Reading these articles on gems that survived the Middle 
Ages spurred my interest toward the interpretation of these gems during the early modern 
period. It also raised my curiosity about how gems which were dominantly collected during 
the medieval period got interpreted at the dawn of the early modern period by scholars such 
as Peiresc. Since Peiresc was an enthusiastic coin and gem researcher and scientist as well, I 
wanted to inquire further how he would interpret medieval gems. 
Relating to this, van der Meulen (1997) further thematises the image transformation in 
the circle of Flemish painter and collector Peter Paul Rubens (1577-1640). This demonstrates 
how Rubens was knowledgeable about engraved gem matters, not only for the purpose of 
representation of the images in his paintings and other art pieces, but also as medium to 
inquire the past through an adequate source. The topic of gem image representation in other 
forms of art is also found in the article of art historian Marilyn Perry, “Wealth, Art and 
Display: The Grimani Cameos in Renaissance Venice” (1993). The authors deals with the 
image relationship between ceiling decoration in sixteenth-century Italy and engraved 
gems.11 Their correlation implies that the famous images of antiquity found on gems could 
be employed in various forms of Renaissance art, and artist also could be influenced by the 
antique images. Further examples are adduced in other papers. Art historian Martha 
                                           
9 Jaffé 1997, pp. 181-194. 
10 van der Meulen 1997, pp. 194-227. 
11 Perry 1993, pp. 268-274. 
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Dunkelman’s “Microcosm to Macrocosm: Michelangelo and Ancient Gems” (2010) suggests 
that Michelangelo’s choice of pose in his paintings is derived from images on gems, such as 
Diomedes and the Palladium, Tazza Farnese, and Apollo and Marsyas. This can be explained 
by the fact that the early modern artists were commissioned to craft mounts for antique 
glyptics or other gems.12 Through these articles, I learned how artists who knew the Medici 
family’s gem collection used gem images as inspiration for their art pieces. A similar case in 
which the artist used a gem depiction as inspiration for his drawing is recorded for Rubens, as 
is discussed in the article of archaeologist and art historian Anke Van Wagenberg-Ter Hoeven, 
“A Matter of Mistaken Identity. In Search of a New Title for Rubens’ Tiberius and Agrippina” 
(2005). The author argues that Rubens used portraits on Roman coins or gems as a starting 
point for his own creations.13 This explains why Rubens utilised ancient art as a source for 
his own interests. The examples from Dunkelman’s and Van Wagenberg-Ter Hoeven’s articles 
support the view that early modern artists were inspired by gem images for their other art 
works. Instead of tackling the representation of the gem images in general, I decided to trace 
the evolution of the gem image of Apollo and Marsyas to understand how the iconography 
transformed, the knowledge spread, and the comprehension of images changed. Therefore, I 
attempt to mainly deal with that exact gem image’s representation, rather than introducing 
numerous kinds of images on gems that appear in art works. 
Additionally, in “Note on Renaissance Cameos and Intaglios”, Ernst Kris describes 
that a sixteenth-century Flemish artist in the Netherlands, whose name is not disclosed, 
engaged in engraving gems by himself and got in touch with artistic movements in Italy.14 A 
striking point is that the Flemish and the Italian engravers used the same model, whereas 
only the Flemish one modified the character of the model, expressing the national style. If 
we consider the gems in the Netherlands during the early modern period that this thesis will 
tackle dominantly, they were not following the mannerist style gems. While Maaskant-
Kleinbrink (1997) somewhat focuses on the non-mannerist gems in the Low countries, 
which were reproduced by Flemish humanist circles, Kris’ publication provides insights into 
gem model reproduction of early modern Flemish artists who had an affiliation with the 
images on mannerist Italian gems. Furthermore, Kris’ article provides examples of engraved 
gems that share the public character of medals, given that portrait images can be found on 
                                           
12 Dunkelman 2010, pp. 363-376. 
13 Van Wagenberg-Ter Hoeven 2005, pp. 113-127. 
14 Kris 1930, pp. 1-13. 
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both, even though engraved gems are often described as possessing a comparatively more 
private character than medals. This made me conclude that engraved gems can be regarded 
as bearing a similar character as antique coin and medals, in a sense that gems were also 
partially depicting the historical scene. It has not yet been clarified in any other publications, 
whether the motifs on gems have been copied from the image of coins, or whether they were 
originally engraved on gems, and in what terms possessors preferred gems over coins, if the 
iconography that they allude to has the same character. However, given the scope of this 
study, I will leave this question to future research. 
Regarding representation of gem images, authenticity of represented images 
compared to original image arose, in the article “Aspects of Gem collecting in the Early 
Seventeenth Century, Nicolas-Claude Peiresc and Lelio Pasqualini”, David Jaffé adduces 
another example of collectors like Peiresc questioning the authenticity of motifs on engraved 
gems.15 The author argues that the early provenance of a number of famous gem stones’ 
images is uncertain, which explains the high admiration for connoisseurship, since experts 
could distinguish authentic gems. Rubens’ and Peiresc’s joint ambition to publishing a book 
on engraved gems is tackled in several articles, and Oleg Neverov’s article “Gems in the 
collection of Rubens” is identifying a list of the gems that Rubens acquired, subsequently 
drawing paintings inspired by gem images, accompanied by letters that were shared between 
Peiresc and Rubens.16 This asserts that engraved gems were used for building commonality 
and affiliation between the collectors by functioning as medium for knowledge dispersion. 
Therefore, the role of the network of collectors is worthy to be addressed in order to identify 
the system of how appreciation of gems during the early modern period took place. 
  On the topic of reproduction, a systematic framework has recently been set up by 
Leah R. Clark (2016). She inquired the culture of collecting and replicating antiquities in the 
fifteenth century. She points out that copies of engraved gems were meant for academic 
erudition and their circulation was conceived as “both symbolic objects and commodities”.17 
However, the article is primarily dealing with copies and casts. Copies in the form of 
reproduction of gems, and casts in which gems are replicated into the medium of bronze or 
gesso, while still maintaining the original appearance.18 In other words, Clark discusses 
gems that were replicated into other stone materials or bronze casts, but she does not treat 
                                           
15 Jaffé 1993, pp. 103-120. 
16 Neverov 1979. pp. 424, 426-432 
17 Clark 2016, p. 11. 
18 Gesso are true to scale plaster casts of engraved gems. 
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gem images recorded in books. However, this can help to inquire how copies of gems 
transformed case by case and see the transition of images from the original gems through 
gem books. Clark forms a core picture that I employ for my research under the concept of 
reproduction. 
To answer the question whether modifications in reproductions can be judged as 
mere inaccuracies, or whether they deliberately meet the certain era’s taste, it is required to 
take a closer look at gem books of collectors from the Low Countries and inquire images 
reproduced into different materials as well as the accompanying manuscripts. My endeavour 
to understand Renaissance contemporaries’ comprehension and representation of gem 
images will be assisted by first-hand sources depicting gem images.  
In this paper, I primarily scrutinize two gem books that contain an abundance of 
mythological images. Abraham van Goorle’s Dactyliotheca (1601), Jakob Gronovius’ 
Gemmae et sculpturae antiquae depictae (1685), and Jacob de Wilde’s Gemmae Selectae 
Antiquae e Museo (1703) contain a large number of images of contemporary Renaissance 
gems alongside the ancient ones. These two books are distinct from other gem books, 
representing gem study in the light of the mythological image collecting culture in the Low 
Countries during the early modern period, whereas other books represent the materiality of 
gems in a sense of mineralogy or their attributed medical purposes. Hence, researching the 
image representation in Dactyliotheca and Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e Museo can be used 
to get an overview of collectors’ motivation for gem study at that time. Therefore, the 
representation process can be reconsidered by browsing the gem books of that period, which 
assist to understand the distinction between original ancient gems and the transformation into 
altered images on gems that are newly produced during Renaissance.  
Regarding this, the transfer of images depicted on the gems arose as a matter of 
authenticity. Apart from gem copies that were claiming to be original gems, copies that were 
originally produced for the purpose of image study should be considered. Therefore, in this 
paper, gem images published by the early modern period’s gem collectors will be examined 
in the context of revived admiration for mythology during that period. 
 Hereby we can identify the main considerations for early modern collectors. Rubens 
and Gorlaeus both are representative gem collectors from the Low Countries who engaged in 
gem collecting during the late 16th and early 17th century. This thesis mainly deals with the 
surrounding stories of these two, but other collectors or gem book authors are also tackled. 
For the better understanding of the process of image reproduction and study, I include images 
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of the gem books in this paper. In order to produce a structured overview of image 
reproduction and study in the Low Countries during the early modern period, the following is 
divided into three chapters. The first chapter illustrates how the gem study approach has 
changed compared to earlier periods, and how these former era’s gems were examined during 
the early modern period depending on scholars’ preferences. Chapter two explains how the 
exchange of letters formed discussion surrounding the gems during the early modern period, 
and how it raised the issue of authenticity among collectors. Chapter three deals with gem 
books centered around image study through gems, adducing various kinds of gem books and 
their contents. Lastly, the fourth chapter will address the image representation from engraved 
gems into various other forms. In the scope of image study and reproduction during the 
Renaissance, I hope my research on engraved gems can assist in understanding the flow of 
gem collecting trends in the Low Countries.  
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1. History of Gem Collecting and Notion of Engraved Gem Images 
By delving into preceding eras’ context of gem collecting, we can picture the gem collecting 
culture in the early modern period more clearly. This chapter will outline the status of 
engraved gems before the Renaissance. 
 In antiquity, gems with names engraved functioned as signets that served to 
authorize documents or simply as ornaments.19 In the Alexandrine era, Homeric scenes were 
extinct, and characters related to theatre as well as musical subjects were preferred as motives 
for depictions on gems. Also in this period, portrait images began to appear and were carried 
by emperor’s courtiers as a symbol of respect for their lord. During Roman Imperial times, 
along with emperors’ depictions, portraits of philosophers such as Cicero or Socrates were 
also worn commonly. Furthermore, engraved gems’ images shared figures of sculptures 
depicting celebrated people.20 
Throughout this ancient period, a number of gem collectors made repositories of 
engraved gems. The precious stones were in high demand as being part of their collections. 
Roman writers note the gem collections of Greek rulers and the dactyliothecae (ring and gem 
collections) of great Roman men such as Marcus Scaurus, Marcellus and Caesar.21 However, 
since Christianity arose, the use of gems transcended into a different phase. The collecting 
custom continued, but the purpose of collecting took different forms in which mythological 
images were gradually oppressed and started to be contempt as pagan. Pagan objects were 
still coexisting intermingled with Christian ones in the days of emperor Constantine (324-340 
AD), but during these years, antiquities with mythological or Greco-Roman art’s conception 
were increasingly disappearing and replaced by Christian ones. However, while the 
perception toward antique gems was changing, arts and manuscripts of Greek-Roman times 
survived until the Byzantium, since manuscripts were securely stored in the repository of the 
imperial archive and relics were not all destroyed.22 With the dawn of the Middle Ages, 
mythological images on gems were shunned since those mythological gods could be 
considered as pagan idols against Christianity. I presume that there is an aspect in which 
images inscribed on gems could function similarly to a mythological statue, becoming a more 
portable and private version of sculptural idols turned into compact size. Whereas gems could 
                                           
19 Middleton 1890, p. 1. 
20 Idem, pp. 40-42. 
21 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1975, p.7 
22 Belozerskaya 2012, p. 50. 
10 
 
be excavated and restored, sculptures would have been irreversibly destroyed during the rise 
of Christianity. However, sculptures’ design sources differ from that of engraved gem images, 
since gem engravers had more freedom in designing the engraving even if a patron 
commissioned it. Hence, we cannot assume with certainty that the visual appearance of 
antique sculptures was transferred identically into images on gems. The reason herefore is 
that gem engraving was not always done on the basis of commissioning by a patron, and 
therefore the selection and design of images was more dependent on the engraver’s own 
taste.23 Since sculptures were mostly commissioned, the patron could have ordered how the 
image be shaped, so we cannot be sure of the exact figure of sculptures just by looking at 
gem engravings. To the people in medieval times, ancient ruins were nothing more than stone 
quarries. And in exceptional cases, there could have been concerns that interest in these 
would be attributed to paganism.24 Besides gems with mythological images, other kinds to be 
mentioned are portrayal images of great men in history, magical amulets that are called 
Gnostic gems, and gems with letters inscribed, so called Abraxas. These gem types were 
consistently produced and collected during the Middle Ages. The reproduction of those gems, 
especially that of prevailing Gnostic gems, already took place during the Middle Ages. 
In medieval times, the riches of the church were decorated with antique gemstones 
and in the early modern period, the precious stones were part of the wealth built up by, 
among others, Pope Paul II and wealthy families such as the Medici, the d’Este, the Orsini 
and the Farnese. This trend was later taken over by European royals and aristocrats. The gem 
collections were built of both ancient objects and contemporary Renaissance productions.25 
The fading oppression of non-Christian contents and the rise of science in the early 
modern period eventually led to the revival of engraved gems centered around mythological 
images. Aligned with this, archaeologist Jeffrey Spier (1997) points out the substantial 
differences between engraved gems with the mythological images of the Greek Roman 
Period and the gems appearing in the Renaissance.26 Although it is arguable which one 
affected the other first, coinciding with the rise of archaeology, magical amulets started to 
decline. Increasing archaeological activity eventually led to numerous gems being excavated 
and initiated the admiration for engraved gems during the early modern period. This is caused 
by the tendency that engraved gems were associated with humanistic erudition, and what this 
                                           
23 Middleton 1890, p. 43. 
24 Weiss 1988, p. 203. 
25 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1975, p.7. 
26 Spier 1997, pp. 33-44. 
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meant for viewership was the circulation of knowledge and the rising reputation of particular 
‘original’ gems. Hence, can we say that the practice of studying gems and the preferred 
images on gems drastically changed as the era shifted from the Middle Ages to the early 
modern period? How did this transition take place? In order to obtain a clearer picture of the 
historical progress of gem study especially regarding collectors from the Low Countries, we 
should take a closer look at the transferring perspective associated with the gem study during 
the dawn of the early modern period. 
It should be noted that there was a general interest in epigraphy (ancient inscriptions) 
also in the Middle Ages. Towards the end of the Middle Ages, the interest increased and in 
the Renaissance, there was something we could call fascination among humanists, scientists 
and artists.27 It was only in the fifteenth century that the gathering of antique relics became 
widespread, even though people occasionally engaged in it in earlier times. In particular, 
there was a considerable interest in Roman and Greek coins, because they were tangible and 
transferable objects dating back to the era admired by humanists in the early modern period. 
The fascination was also in part founded on the fact that the relics contained depictions of the 
characters that filled the books that humanists studied. Same as for gems, ancient coins were 
already collected and replicated before the Renaissance.28 The inscriptions were attracting 
numismatists and epigraphists. However, a distinction ought to be made between researchers 
who were only interested in the monetary theory and those who were indeed interested in the 
ancient coins themselves.29 Also in the Renaissance, not all people interested in antiquities 
shared the same motivation. Some were simply attracted by their appearance and some 
regarded them as remains from a great era of mankind, whereas others were looking for a 
source of inspiration or were indeed curious about their background and conducted deep 
study on the objects.30 There was also the fact that the pure ownership of rarities such as 
engraved gems gave a high prestige to their owners, demonstrating their wealth. This 
constitutes a solid reason for possessing antique objects in that time, because ostentation was 
not only accepted, but considered a virtue and as evidence of the power that the owner 
possessed.31 
However, this was not the motivation for artists and humanists, who were the first to 
                                           
27 Weiss 1988, p. 145. 
28 Idem, p. 167. 
29 Idem, p. 175. 
30 Idem, p. 180. 
31 Ibidem. 
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assemble antiquity collections when the trend spread out in the fifteenth century. Their 
motive was not their desire for ostentation. Rather, the early modern humanists and artists 
were attracted by the aesthetics of the ancient statuary and carvings. But most importantly, 
what spurred their desire to add any artefact to their collection, no matter if broken or intact, 
was the objective of having a selection of models to go along with antique books that they 
could use to copy or adapt whenever they needed to.32 
Also in the Low Countries, a number of Roman ring stones from the early Middle 
Ages were present. In the Rhine and Meuse regions, ecclesiastical bookcovers, crosses, 
reliquaries and crosiers were produced.33 Unmistakable evidence of the existence of these 
Roman engraved gems in academic or religious circles of the early Low Countries is found in 
the drawings of the manuscript of Flemish writer Jacob van Maerlandt’s Der Naturen Bloeme 
(ca. 1350). The gems used in these medieval ecclesiastical objects are likely to be originating 
from one of the three prime sites where Roman gems were found: Nijmegen, Vechten and 
southern Limburg.34  
In the seventeenth-century Low Countries, artists made use of iconographical 
repertories in the form of treatises and dictionaries, in order to acquaint themselves with the 
most frequently used expressions and symbols, as well as their meanings. This is why 
engraved gems were highly sought after among European humanist circles, since the 
depictions of the portraits and figures on the gems helped them to understand ancient history. 
Although the main interest was on Roman history, there was also considerable demand for 
historical knowledge of the Low Countries.35 Hence, ancient objects started to attract the 
attention of humanist collectors from the Low Countries.  
Although the Graeco-Roman symbols had been dismissed during the Middle Ages, at 
the beginning of the early modern period, they started to face different conditions. To provide 
an example, in 1397, there was an incident in which the statue of Virgil was demolished by 
Carlo Malatesta due to the consideration of it being pagan. This spurred the resentment of 
humanists in Italy.36 Humanists advanced to a leading power in Italian intellectual life in the 
first half of the fifteenth century. One of the leading powers, but not the only one, as previous 
                                           
32 Weiss 1988, p. 180. 
33 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1975, p.7. 
34 Ibidem. 
35 Idem, p. 230. 
36 Weiss 1988, p. 121. 
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forces still played a significant role.37 
First-hand study of ancient imagery was reserved for a small group of privileged 
during the early modern period. For instance, Lorenzo de Medici and his circle of gem 
enthusiasts was perceived as evil and dangerous to the masses. In 1492, just days before 
Lorenzo’s death, Florence was haunted by a heavy storm and when a lightning struck the 
cathedral, stones from the dome were dislocated and fell onto the pavement beneath the 
building. This was interpreted as a sign of fury of Lorenzo’s imminent death by many citizens 
of the city, where they believed in rumours that a spirit was imprisoned in a ring for many 
years and then released by Lorenzo in the face of his impending death. The ring in question 
was a golden ring with a gem-engraved idol embedded in it. While this might have been 
considered an ancient god by Lorenzo himself, the masses might have seen the devil in it.38 
While it was still regarded pagan by many contemporaries, these portrayal images that were 
unrelated to Christianity were fascinating the Italian princes.  
That being said, what can we say about the appreciation of gems that actually had an 
affinity with Christianity? Did they just disappear and were disregarded by Renaissance 
humanistic scholars and scientific scholars? In fact, the interest toward medieval gems related 
to Christianity, so called Gnostic gems, were still a subject in the discussion rounds among 
collectors and scholars in the early modern period, even though they were regarded in a 
different way than before. The following chapter will address the cases in which ways such 
discussions took place. 
  
                                           
37 Weiss 1988, p. 59. 
38 Belozerskaya 2012, p. 144. 
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2. Gem Knowledge Dispersion and Transformation 
In this chapter, the discussions of gems through correspondences will be addressed. Letters 
are important resources since they provide insights into the connection between collectors 
and their main concerns regarding gems, including medieval ones. 
There was vigorous trade with engraved gems in the early modern period. Collectors 
had regular contacts with farmers or scavengers who had found gems in the countryside and 
then attempted to sell their discoveries. They also frequently visited merchants around market 
places in order to acquire precious stones.39 On the other side, collectors were welcome in 
the palaces of popes, cardinals and royals, where humanist circles held their debates and 
analyses on engraved gems. Depending on the exact venue where the circles met, collectors 
had to behave, speak and dress differently, making them experts in moving between different 
worlds in society. This is why the early modern collectors were economically and socially 
highly successful.40 
Although the motive for the majority of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
humanists who engaged in gem collecting was to participate in discussions in antiquity 
circles that potentially resulted in ties with elites and royals, there were still some object-
centred collectors whose main target was to categorize gems.41 However, they did not follow 
the strict categorization frameworks of earlier scholars such as the humanist Flavio Biondo 
(1392-1463), who set rigidly defined categories of gems. Instead, the sixteenth and 
seventeenth century collectors were focusing on details and therefore saw a large variety of 
topics centered around ancient to Renaissance matters.42 This way, their writings on coins, 
gems and other antiquities perfectly matched the demands of the highly curious antiquarian 
readership. 
A case of Rubens’ and Peiresc’s enthusiasm for certain Gnostic gems is noteworthy, 
revealing the details of the new way of admiration toward Gnostic gems. This case provides 
an answer to the question raised earlier, how Gnostic gems were regarded and interpreted in 
the early modern period. The two were already well known for their interest in gems, even 
though their preferences were different. While Peiresc’s interest was more of historical 
character, Rubens was fond of them as pure art works as well. They shared letters on the 
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subject of antiquity, the materials of artworks and modern scientific inventions.43 They were 
particularly interested in the scientific discipline of anatomy, a popular field of study at the 
time when they lived, which also played a role in interpreting gems. 
A correspondence from the year 1623 between Rubens and Peiresc is referred to by 
Campbell Bonner (1950). Rubens had received four engraved gems as a present from Peiresc, 
one of which he describes as an amethyst intaglio with a vulva with butterfly wings carved 
into it, a type of motive which was in demand during the Middle Ages as magical amulet or 
talisman. In one of the following letters, a more detailed description of that gem is given. On 
the reverse side of the gem, an uterus standing on a base is engraved, and a cock and a snail 
can be seen on a panel. Although Rubens was delighted to receive these precious gifts, he 
expressed his reluctance to accept it in a subsequent letter to Peiresc due to the immeasurable 
value of the objects. Rubens was especially delighted with the aforementioned gem and drew 
a sketch of the details of the gem, the uterus and the wings, on the margins of the letter 
paper.44 
Upon Rubens’ return to Antwerp from Italy, he was fully absorbed into collecting 
Italian antiquities, such as coins and gems, and set up a sort of private museum in his 
Antwerp house. Since the Duke of Neuburg had hired Rubens as an expert to appraise the 
coin cabinet of the previous Duke of Aerschot, Rubens obtained a reputation of being a 
numismatist. For that reason, the Flemish printer Balthasar Moretus (1574-1641) employed 
Rubens to create a frontispiece for a book on Aerschot’s coins, depicting the mint goddess 
with her corresponding attributes.45  
A letter from Nicholas Rockox (1560-1640), French humanist and numismatist to 
Erasmus de Bie (1629-1675), a Flemish painter, indicated that Rubens was well acquainted 
with Aerschot’s publishing project from the very beginning. Rockox was an intermediary 
between Aerschot and Rubens, who was involved in the commission of frontispiece designs 
for many books.46 Letters shared between Peiresc and Rubens give proof that Rubens was 
constantly putting his efforts into the study of gems and coins.47 This was also the reason 
why Peiresc was so interested in building a friendship with Rubens. Both of them shared the 
passion for the “rare and curious”, which made them what could be called a natural fit, in 
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order to share their antiquities and insights.48 
Rubens and Peiresc were remarkably enthusiastic in the study and interpretation of 
engraved gems, showing as much passion for the examination of these stones as for the more 
common antiquities. For this reason, it is worthy to include a discussion between the two on 
one of the gems. Rubens started a letter to Peiresc in 1623 with the words “I have never in my 
life seen anything that gives me more pleasure than the gems you have sent me. They seem to 
me inestimable, and beyond all my expectations…”, thanking Peiresc for sending the four 
erotic engraved gems. Rubens calls one of the gems “Divine Womb”. The fact that the gem in 
question depicted an uterus is sustained by Rubens’ uterus drawing in the margins of his 
letter.49 Campbell Bonner (1950) as art historian and gemologist, sees a false gem in that, 
because the uterus rests on an altar with wings attached to it. Western philosopher, A. A. Barb 
(1953) on the other hand remarks that this is rather an appropriate gem to delve deeper into 
the iconography. According to Barb, this reproduction was not just an ignorant copy, but 
instead a deification that counters the numerous phallus depictions in antique monuments, 
advocating that a divine uterus should be equally omnipresent.50 Bonner’s rightful arguments 
are in strong opposition to the earlier interpretation of these images, which Bonner calls 
bizarre fancies. Before this engraved gem was identified as depicting a womb, the image was 
believed to represent a stove or furnace, a hydraulic wheel, a musical instrument, and as an 
artefact containing Osiris’ head, depending on the observer. Strikingly, Rubens and Peiresc 
were the first to correctly identify the gem as depicting an uterus. Peiresc had already 
identified the meaning of the engraved gem before sending it to Rubens, which he 
accomplished by the help of inscriptions and supplementary images in relation with the basic 
design of the gem. Rubens was then the first to dub the image “Diva Vulva”, or “Divine 
Womb”. The womb’s divine nature is already hinted at in the inscription, but particularly 
emphasized by the altar on which the womb is located. The pedestal with the two wings 
attached were details that other scholars overlooked, which led Bonner to his conclusion that 
Rubens and Peiresc were fooled by a “stupid forgery”.51 
This judgement is rejected by Barb as being too strong. Regarding logical parallels for 
the altar and wings, he concludes that if the gem was a forgery, it was a clever one, relating to 
the uterus-myth that was formerly described by St. Hippolytus, the 3rd century theologian. 
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Therefore, the image appears to the beholder as a Gnostic gem at first glance, but it is in fact 
a creation stemming from older mythology. In the story of Tiamat from the Babylonian 
creation myth, archaeological proof for the idea of a divine womb was found, older than the 
Greek religions. The symbol of the Mesopotamian goddess Nintu is also a simplified 
depiction of a womb. In stones dating back to these times, the womb-symbol is in fact placed 
on an altar as well, same as in the Gnostic gem or Rubens and Peiresc. 
However, there were also copies constructed by antiquaries who recognized 
representations of the “divine womb”. But where did they get that knowledge from? Without 
doubt, the symbol of the womb is mentioned with ambivalence of the archetype at different 
occasions in different locations and times.52 Barb notes that this may represent original 
conceptions preserved in popular tradition rather than orthodox mythology delivered through 
classical poets and artists, which may turn out to be constructed and unreliable.53 Therefore it 
appears unjustified to claim that Rubens and Peiresc were too uncritical in this case and got 
deceived by a false copy, in a sense that the image depicted on the gem is significantly 
different from the original. The quality of the gem does not allow any conclusion on its 
authenticity, which means that forgeries can only surely be claimed as such, when there are 
sufficiently many authentic originals available, which differ from the claimed forgery in one 
or several details. Otherwise, a conclusion on whether an engraved gem is a forgery or not 
cannot be drawn with certainty. 
Hence, even though the gem that Rubens and Peiresc discussed here appears to be a 
contemporary reproduction, we need to be careful with judging it as a mere forgery, or as a 
false gem as Bonner (1950) does.54 In this case, the purpose was simply to study the 
iconography of the gem for scholarly erudition. Therefore, we should perceive it in a way that 
when the early modern period started, copies of gems were also used for scholarly reasons, 
and not directly judge them as inadequate for examination. In this case of Rubens and Peiresc 
and the womb gem, we cannot confirm whether the copies of the gems were intended to 
deceive the beholder as being original or not, but this case gave a new perspective to view the 
iconography of gems, which conclusively turned out to contain mythology from an even 
further past than the Greek Roman mythology. Therefore, if there are gem reproductions that 
are not intended to be perceived as authentic antiquities, but purposely produced for 
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iconographic study in the early modern period, we should not dismiss them as fake gems. 
We have so far discussed how gems with images that were dominant during the 
Middle Ages are comprehended by literate gem collectors during the early modern period. 
What can we say about gems with mythological images? Not all of them disappeared in the 
Middle Ages, some myths survived through the Middle Ages.55 The Apollo and Marsyas 
myth was one of those that survived during the medieval period. Allegories in that time often 
had moralized interpretations and their conclusions were supported with biblical citations. On 
the other hand, some medieval interpretations also interpreted myths in a way of criticising 
society. In this case, Apollo is seen as vicious, wealthy superior who publishes Marsyas, the 
simple man who is unable to defend himself.56 We can see that these interpretations of the 
myth deviated strongly from the original, classical meaning of the Apollo and Marsyas myth. 
Thus, how can we discern whether and in which way the classical meaning was restored in 
the early modern period?57 How can the reemergence of the classical meaning of Apollo and 
Marsyas myth in the Renaissance be explained? Harmonic world unity was a pervasive 
concept during the Renaissance.58 As the ancient philosopher Horapollon writes, the lyre is 
attributed to men who unite their followers. Hence, the lyre is a symbol of unity and harmony, 
also due to its harmonic sound.59 
This leads to the natural consideration that the Apollo and Marsyas image contains a 
notion of victory as well. Apollo’s lyre here connotates his universal rule. The symbolism of 
this myth in the early modern period has fully adjusted to the original antique meaning.60  
Art Historian Edith Wyss (1996) mentions Petrarch’s Trionfi manuscript that includes 
emblematic images related to triumph. Among those, one image depicts the carnelian of 
Apollo and Marsyas (Fig. 1) that was in the possession of Lorenzo de’ Medici.61 This Apollo 
and Marsyas illumination lacks an extensive description about the Apollo and Marsyas 
motive, except for showing the triumphant Apollo as patron of poetry and wisdom. 
This case shows a gem image depiction as component of one emblem, but it is not 
fully address the iconography of the gem image. In the following chapter, book 
representations of the original Apollo and Marsyas carnelian will be explored from the 
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viewpoint of gem image representation, including assumptions on the comprehension of 
producers and reader of the gem books. 
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3. Gem Books in the Low Countries 
In this chapter, ancient and early modern manuscripts that display gem images will be 
suggested. A number of gem books is extensively treated, because while reading 
Dactyliotheca, Gemmae et sculpturae antiquae depictae, and Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e 
Museo, I encountered the writers’ notion that can also give hints for our current gem study’s 
curiosity. These three books are dedicated to mythological gem image display, and all of them 
are published in the Low Countries during the early modern period. Hence, books that are 
mentioning engraved gems from the distant past to the early modern period will be 
introduced in this chapter. 
Notably, gem manuscripts have been existing since the distant past. This can be 
exemplified by Pliny the Elder, an author who lived in the first century AD. Some parts of his 
book Natural History describe gem stones associated with Greek names. He mentions the 
role of Greek science to distinguish those gems.62 This tendency of the material division of 
gems, for their medicinal and magical purposes, can be said to have continued until the 
Middle Ages. After the Middle Ages, in the early modern period, the interest in gems revived, 
materializing in books such as Italian author Fulvio Orsini’s Imagines et elogia virorum 
illustrium (1570), and Dactyliotheca (1601) by the Flemish author Abraham van Goorle 
(Gorlaeus). Ancient manuscripts such as that of Pliny the Elder were immensely sought after 
during the early modern period for humanistic erudition. However, regarding the affinity 
between the ancient gem books and the ones in the early modern period, there are 
presumptions that classical exemplars could not directly affect gem books in the 
Renaissance.63 Those opinions are partially justified in a sense that ancient books such as 
that of Pliny lack an analysis of gem materials and especially lack an attribution of 
iconography. Nevertheless, it cannot be denied that there are shared details in Pliny’s Natural 
History and the books of early the modern authors Fulvio Orsini and Gorlaeus, since some 
gems are appearing in books of both periods, and since the early modern books take note of 
the existence of the ancient books. Surviving evidence shows that printed books depicting 
images of intaglio gems were initially used for their information on the portrait likeness in 
medals and sculptures. Such books were published by the Florentine humanist Gabriel 
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Simeoni (1568) and Italian humanist and archaeologist Fulvio Orsini (1570).64 However, 
significant differences can be spotted among the books in the early modern period. Books 
with antiquity images were preferred during the early modern period. The publication of 
Camillo Leonardi’s Speculum lapidum clarissimi atrium et medicine doctoris Camilli 
Leonardi Pisaurensis (1516) comes without illustrations, and treats material characters of 
gems, including the use as amulet for therapeutic purposes, the talismanic function as 
guarantee for victory, as well as the astrological association of gems. Another Italian 
publication is by Fulvio Orsini (1570), which is mainly composed of busts, but also includes 
many images of gems, coins and sculptures. The portrayal images of coins, gems, busts and 
sculptures were taken from Orsini’s own collection. Gems or coins are illustrated along with 
sculptures whenever there are corresponding images between them. By this fact, we can 
assume that Orsini’s consideration was rather directed to highlighting the affinity toward the 
historical and formal aspect, which is especially present in coins with their carefully set-up 
portraits, rather than the private aspect that gems with mythological images typically 
represented. A second edition was later published in Antwerp (1606) with comments added 
by Johannes Faber. 
Whereas Orsini’s book was full of portrayal images, Gorlaeus might have intended to 
emphasise the similarity of images found on the gems with mythological images. 
Additionally, Gorlaeus’ Dactyliotheca is including multiple Renaissance gems, which were 
newly produced in that period. Gorlaeus’ Dactyliotheca is filled with printed images from 
engravings with mythological deities and the illustrated gems are largely mounted on rings. 
Even though these cameos and intaglios were frequently worn for display alone, they were 
also often worn framed in gold or enamel. In the early modern period, this trend can be traced 
in portraits of men and women.65 
It is worthy to note what Pliny the Elder describes in his book Natural History.66 He 
gives an account of myths about the creation of gem mounted rings. One of the myths says 
that Prometheus made a ring from the iron that was used to hold him, and a segment of rock 
that he was tied to after he regained his liberty from Zeus.67 This is noteworthy since it gives 
an example of the mythological images found on gems mounted on rings, underlining the 
more private or mysterious character of gems relative to coins. Compared to coins, there was 
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no point in duplicating gems for counterfeiting. That is because other than coins, gems did 
not originally function as currency, even though they also have some monetary value. Coins, 
by their nature, are produced in multiples, but once they lose their value as currency after a 
shift to a different era, even coins are rarely called forgeries when being reproduced, since 
they are then sought after for the purpose of numismatic studies.68 Then how about gems? Of 
course, some copies that were claimed to be freshly excavated antiquities and then sold could 
be perceived in that way. However, we have to consider that the reproduction of gems into 
other gem materials or and casts into gesso or bronze were not intended to be entitled as 
antiquities, but rather for the comprehension of the images on the original gems. We can see 
this aspect more clearly, since the images were printed in gem books which were meant to 
enhance the spread of knowledge on engraved gems. 
Reproduction of gems was also taking place before the early modern period as 
mentioned above. According to Pliny the Elder’s Natural History, a colourless paste was 
sometimes applied on a red layer, in order to imitate a carbuncle stone.69 Another example of 
a trick used by ancient jewelers was gluing together three layers of differently coloured 
stones in order to create the impression of a sardonyx stone. There were many other examples 
of forging methods known, but Pliny remarks that a real gem can be told apart from a fake 
due to its characteristics such as weight, hardness and feeling of coldness.70 
Regarding Renaissance period’s reproductions, as mentioned above, Campbell 
Bonner (1950) judges them as coarse fabrications by amateurs interested in archaeology.71 
However, when it reaches the early modern period, copies of engraved gems should no longer 
be judged as coarse fabrications, since they became rigorously sought after objects for the 
academic erudition. Since they were copied while possessors acknowledged that they are not 
original gems from the ancient times, reproduction was not limited to the shape of the 
original, in a sense of true to scale appearance. That means they were not only replicated into 
another kind of gems or bronze casts, but also books dedicated to treat images of gems started 
to be produced during the early modern period. 
From the engraved gem as being the central object in this study with a depicted 
image, when the images are transferred to book contents, the gem narratives become more 
concrete and they become portable as they are combined in one book. Therefore, the book 
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contains the elements that engraved gems were appreciated for, combining images and text 
for the readers.72 It becomes a more fulfilling medium to convey the contents than the 
previous books without depictions, and to some these books may have been even more 
precious than the gems on their own without text. Compared with books only containing texts, 
gem books with images could successfully assist the study of the gems, since the texts act on 
behalf of the verbal narrative that the objects were supposed to deliver. With the language that 
becomes one channel to deliver the contents that gems bear in a more efficient and reliable 
way, books are certainly worthy to be examined to elucidate the gem collecting of the period. 
Furthermore, it was the era in which materials and associated meaning were 
synthesized.73  Previously, historians and humanists had made a choice for themselves 
whether to study the material objects or the manuscript texts associated with the objects. 
What was the role of texts in the practice of studying objects? It can be argued that books 
themselves are objects, and a material approach to books and documents might bring to 
surface layers that would not have been noticed by mere reading. For example, a text is the 
result of a series of material encounters, that of the hand, the feather, the ink and the 
manuscript page. But real knowledge was not gained through material encounters, but 
through a mental image that could be formed by humans. Therefore, it can be said that there 
were views that the material world was not real, or at least that the material world was 
meaningless. This view was especially accepted in the Middle Ages, limiting the role of 
material objects in medieval times. Around the turn of the millennium, this view changed and 
the eleventh to early thirteenth centuries saw abundant texts, images and artefacts.74 Seeing it 
from this perspective, it can be said that Jacob de Wilde, who will be discussed in more detail 
below, was one of the first to combine the two ways of study in the context of engraved gems, 
that of the material object and that of manuscripts accompanying the objects. Whereas such 
an approach was unthinkable in medieval times, it was not just accepted but in fact highly 
sought after in the early modern period. The combination of engraved gems with 
corresponding lines of text referring to the background story benefitted the humanists of the 
Renaissance in their study and for the lively discussions in the humanist circles in Europe. 
Gorlaeus’ famous Dactyliotheca was first published in Antwerp or Leiden in 1601, 
and republished in an enlarged version in 1609. Gorlaeus was Councillor of the Count of 
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Nieuwenaar and Meurs in the province of Utrecht. After he retired in 1595, he lived in Delft. 
The images in his Dactyliotheca were taken from his own collections of mounted rings with 
engraved stones.75 Gorlaeus provides preface, introduction and letters as manuscript, but he 
did not provide a description about the iconography of each gem and ring stone that is 
included. The book also contains numerous modern gems that were produced in the 
Renaissance period. Dactyliotheca also includes gems with portrayal images, where the heads’ 
profiles are sketched and decorated with crowns, symbolizing kings, or with beards or bald 
heads, representing philosophers. However, many gems also depict a standing figure. 
Humans are often drawn in such a pose, or sitting in a three-quarter frontal view, with 
fluttering draperies. They do often have spiky hair, such as for example a standing Mars 
engraved into an agate stone. It appears that collectors in the Low Countries were very fond 
of small stones. Gorlaeus acquired a decent number of those, mostly being mediocre quality 
mannerist gems dating to the sixteenth century.76 There are also mannerist images of gems 
that display mythological scenes. The Apollo and Marsyas image was highly sought after 
among gem collectors. This gem’s image is apparent in other gem books that were published 
in the Low countries during the early modern period, which will be discussed further below. 
In Dactyliotheca, we can tell that Gorlaeus was knowledgeable about former gem studies that 
had been done since the distant past. In the introduction, it is well expressed that he has great 
knowledge about gems, which are in many cases embedded in ring stones. The book starts 
with the subheading “On the godly origins, the various kinds, and the ancient practice”.77 
In the introduction of Dactyliotheca that precedes the main body of the book with the 
gem images, we can tell that Gorlaeus was well-informed about the gems mounted on rings, 
mentioning Pliny the Younger (Plinius secundus) as collector. This is a difference compared 
to our contemporary writings about engraved gem stones, since rather than Pliny the Younger, 
his uncle Pliny the Elder is more frequently mentioned. As mentioned above, Dactyliotheca 
contains illustrations of ring stones primarily in the beginning of the book, and after that, 
approximately in the second half of book, it is illustrating gem stones. Since ring stones were 
mainly sourced from excavation sites, it appears that Gorlaeus did not shy archaeological 
excavation, which could face restraint from Catholics. Different from gems, which could be 
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found by accidentally digging them out anywhere, ring stones were often worn by the 
deceased inside the tomb.78 In this context, as anatomy could also face rejection but was 
developed in the Low Countries, I presume that we can read here the innovative atmosphere 
in the Low Countries during the early modern period, not only in the field of science, but in 
humanity study as well. 
Gorlaeus is mentioning Homer as well, in which he is different from other gem book 
authors, because even though others presented Homer’s bust image or coins, his gem 
appreciation was not priorly published in any written form. Hence, Gorlaeus is noting the 
private characters of gems compared to coins or medals with portrayal images that were 
representing formal character. Furthermore, he is mentioning Prometheus’ practical use of a 
ring stone as signet for preventing forgery of documents.79 
Gorlaeus then describes the initial users of ring stones, mentioning the legend of 
Prometheus related to the origin of ring stones. He does not state explicitly that it is from the 
Pliny the Elder’s publication Natural History, which treats the exact same myth, but we can 
assume that he might have known about it from this ancient manuscript. In the same page, 
Gorlaeus refers to Moses’ report that “Joseph interpreted the dreams of the pharaoh, the king 
of Egypt, so that he pharaoh gave his ring to Joseph”. Also, Gorlaeus notes that earlier in the 
same book of Moses, he refers to that ring stone as the object that met the requirements of 
Tamar, therefore Joseph demanded the ring. Gorlaeus also clarifies here that the object was a 
signet, which means that the ring must be extremely old. Additionally, he describes that kings 
and princes were always fond of signing by using rings, which was a little luxury without 
causing a crisis of their economical state. He notes that since emperor Flavius, signets are 
frequently found.80 Gorlaeus further mentions that Roman gems were made of metals 
including iron, brass, silver and gold, and that they were commonly worn by Spartans and 
Macedones. What is interesting here is that gems for self-protection are mainly considered as 
medieval talismanic practice, but here, Gorlaeus lets us know that the Romans in fact used 
gold rings for their protection from foreign country’s attacks. He further explains that the 
portrayal image of gems was usually depicted as youthful rather than aged.81 
Gorlaeus states that silver and bronze were uncommon as ring materials at first, the 
precious metals were neglected for that purpose. Eventually, with the growing number of 
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slaves in mines as well as improved mining methods, gold, copper and silver came more into 
fashion. When a gem was embedded in a silver ring, it started to have a golden appearance. 
The ring material and the gem itself were versatile. Gem rings were regarded as simple and 
fine, and they accompanied the Roman owners for their lifetime, same as they did at Gorleaus’ 
time. Romans carried rings on their left hand, which also corresponded to the manner of the 
early modern period. Pliny the Younger commented on this: “The hand on my left has the 
greatest authority of the man. The right hand has a too significant meaning in history. The 
prophet Jeremiah said this: Jeconiah, son of the king of Juda, Jehoiakim, wore a signet on his 
right hand, as it was more visible there. He put the ring on his thumb, the finger closest to the 
person. He imagined that the gods will protect him and give him immunity.”82 By this, we 
can tell that although Gorlaeus’ book is full of mythological illustrations, he does not miss the 
religious context of gems for magical power or self-protection, which is nowadays generally 
considered to be the medieval use of gems. 
Gorlaeus does not limit the geological boundaries in which gems were found only to 
the area of the Greek-Roman empire. He clarifies that rings were also found in Gaul and 
Britain, which were under Roman seize. Subsequently, he names the preferred sort of gems: 
Sardonyx, emerald, diamond and jasper. Rings were also believed to filter the flood of blood 
to the heart through the veins, therefore protecting the wearer from poisonous infects or the 
plague, as well as infections suffered from internal and external injuries.83 This detail also 
highlights the anatomical character that gems were attributed. 
Gorlaeus then provides a historical background according to Pliny the Younger: A 
dispute between Drusus and Caepio about a golden ring led to the breakout of the Social 
Wars (91-88 B.C.). Gorlaeus then also refers to the Bible, with the concrete resource: The 
ring as a seal is an age-old institution, which can be seen in many passages of the Holy 
Scripture, particularly in Genesis 38, 18, in Exodus 28, 11 and in Exodus 39, 6-14. Isabel, 
wife of King Ahab of Samaria was killed because she wrote and sealed letters with king 
Ahab’s ring.84 
Gorlaeus treats how the Romans initially discovered rings and seals from strangers 
and from then on used them to seal letters as well. He notes that the rings were therefore a 
kind of key to sign and seal. In Egypt, rings were sacred seals of the priests and possessing 
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them for anyone else was unlawful. Therefore, some rings were a symbol of faith also in 
Gorlaeus’ time. Rings also served as sign of marriage, such as in case of Alexander the Great, 
who concluded his marriage with a ring.85 It is intriguing, because by this, we can tell that 
using rings served the purpose of enhancing people’s faith already in antiquity and have 
consistently been used for that purpose ever since. 
Further, Gorlaeus provides a rare insight into the early beginnings of portrayal 
images’ iconography interpretation and reproduction, a discipline which had peaked in the 
early modern period. Before gems became widespread in ancient Greece, a gem with 
Alexander the Great’s face was uncovered in the soil, which served as role model for emperor 
Augustus’ carver Dioscourides. As Gorlaeus remarks later in the Dactyliotheca, the gem of 
the Sphinx that Dioscourides crafted for Emperor Augustus had a very similar head to that of 
the gem with Alexander the Great depicted on it and can therefore be seen as an early 
example of a gem deriving its image from the iconography of another gem.86 
At the beginning, engraved gems were made of simple steel, brass, silver or gold. 
Alexander, King of Babylon, had received a metal gem with an anchor engraved in it from 
his mother. There were no rules on how much a gem should be spent on, but the precious 
stones were certainly considered a luxury. Due to the value of the gem stones, the type of 
metal was relatively unimportant, since the ring was affordable compared to the stones. The 
only stone that was considered uncarvable was the diamond. Due to the hardness, the effort to 
carve it was unjustifiable. However, otherwise many stones were used. Those included achat, 
onyx and sard, which could be beautifully carved. The Greek king’s daughter was given a 
ring with an emerald attached to it.87 In general, in many cases pictures with ancestors were 
engraved in gems. 
Leaders who succeeded Augustus were also interested in gems. Emperor Nero had a 
seal depicting Apollo and Marsyas with a tree, including a date signature. Other Roman 
emperors were interested in gems and earrings as well. Some also possessed gems depicting 
sexual scenes.88 
Gorlaeus also provides an example of a very secular attribute of antiquities. Of 
particular peculiarity was a golden ring with the ornament of Roman cavalry. It was an 
emblem of power and was the symbol of the senate in Rome and granted the corresponding 
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rights to the holder of the ring. In the old republic, soldiers were not allowed yet to wear 
golden rings. However, iron rings were custom to be worn by soldiers as they helped to 
identify friendly fallen soldiers on the field that were to be buried. In later times, soldiers 
were also allowed to wear golden rings, partly because of superstition believing the golden 
rings would protect their souls.89 
Gorlaeus highlights the private character of gems as well. Apollonium Tyranaeum 
had been given a gem ring as a gift from the prince, which means the prince shared private 
details with him. Some gems had Arab origin with Arab characters inscribed. They were 
attributed the power to change the physical senses of the holder. Sometimes the gem rings 
were also believed to contain power of life. Therefore, the holders could always keep high 
hopes in their lives and believed evil and poison is kept away. A gold ring with an engraved 
gem with the portrait of Demosthenes, the great orator of Greece, became famous because he 
took his own life before he fell into the enemies’ hands. Marcus Crassus reportedly wished he 
would have died a similar death, but he was killed in battle, which was a disgrace to the 
Romans at that time.90  
Gorlaeus concludes his overview on engraved gems with the following statement:  
“These are the examples from various works that flow into this Dactyliotheca of mine. 
However, be aware that there might be many more things to be said that are not 
written here. But this is the reality of our field.”91 
This humble statement also demonstrates Gorlaeus’ vast knowledge on antiquities, as he was 
fully aware that it is impossible for him – and probably impossible for anyone – to gather 
fully comprehensive collection of gems that were known to the humanists and artists of the 
early modern period. 
Although Dactyliotheca was full of mythological images, a description associated 
with the Greaco-Roman myths is not found in the first edition from 1601. However, 
compared with prior gem books, we can say Dactyliotheca present us with aspects of gem 
study in a sense of being treated as art works, due to their lavishly decorated illustrations. An 
                                           
89 van Goorle 1601, p. 13. 
90 Idem, p. 15. 
91 “Haec sunt quae e varijs decerpta authoribus huic nostro operi praemittere libuit, longe vero plura in hanc 
rem afferri potuisse non me fugit. Sed hoc in rem nostram arbitratus sufficere, manum de tabula.” 
Translated by the author of this paper. The Latin original text can be found in Dactyliotheca of van Goorle, 1601, 
p. 16 
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enlarged version with more Renaissance gems was published in 1609.92 
While Gorlaeus’ book was lacking explanation on the iconography of gems’ images, 
Jacob de Wilde’s Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e Museo is filled with background stories on the 
depictions of each gem, and more importantly, de Wilde categorizes gems in order, sorted in 
accordance with the images’ association with each deity of the Greaco-Roman myths. De 
Wilde was born in The Hague in 1645 and obtained the civil service post of the paymaster of 
the admiralty in Amsterdam. In his house at Keizersgracht in Amsterdam, he accumulated a 
vast collection of gems, coins and other antiquities. De Wilde ran a visitor book to document 
who came to take a look at his collection, which included many learned admirers such as 
Jakob Gronovius (1645-1716), a person whose visits may be related to de Wilde’s aspiration 
for publishing his own gem book. Among his visitors, Jakob Gronovius, Johann Georg 
Graevius (1632-1703) and Gisbert Cuperus (1644-1716) were the people who were largely 
interested in gems and published several gem books. A profound interest toward de Wilde’s 
gem collection was also expressed by Johannes Smetius (1590-1651), vicar at Nijmegen, and 
Philipp von Stosch (1691-1757).93 Stosch published books containing gem matter, such as 
Pierres antiques gravées, sur lesquelles les graveurs ont mis leurs noms (1724). Smetius was 
called to Nijmegen in 1618 to serve as a minister. While occupying this position, his favourite 
gemstone was a Roman cornelian with two Christian symbols, an anchor and a fish, engraved. 
His admiration for the gem becomes particularly evident on his official portrait, where he 
holds the object which was even called the gemma Smetiana.94 By this, we can tell Smetius’ 
interest in gems showed more affinity to Gnostic gems, rather than gems with mythological 
images as preferred by de Wilde. 
Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e Museo is one of the numerous books that de Wilde 
eventually published.95 The book contains the principal objects in his collection, including 
50 copper engravings representing gems.96 In the subheading of Gemmae Selectae Antiquae 
                                           
92 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1997, p. 232. 
93 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1975, p.9. 
94 Halbertsma 2004, p.10. 
95 The books are: 1691: Nummophylaciusm .. or Afbeeldinge can het Medalie-Kabinet can Jacob de Wilde (four 
plates of a numismatic showcase decorated by the painter Cornelis Visser); 1692: Selecta numismata antique e 
museo Jacobi de Wilde … (a catalogue of the coins engraved by Adriaan Schoonebeek); 1700: Signa antique a 
museo Jacobi de Wilde … per Mariam filiam aeri inscripta. The following manuscripts, which are now in the 
Royal Library were not published: 1689: Naamlijst can Griekse en Romeinse munten; 1691: Naamlijst can 
afbeeldingen can pausen, keizers, koningen, etc. (with drawings by Cornelis Visser); date unknown: Enpreintes 
en cire d’Espagne des Pierres Gravées du Cabinet de Monsieur de Wilde(missing). Maaskant-Kleibrink 1975, 
p.25. 
96 Maaskant-Kleibrink 1975, p.10. 
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e Museo, de Wilde remarks that he is treating pagan gods’ images and that the descriptions 
are carved by ancient poets. The book starts with a preface, where de Wilde first addresses his 
passion for the classical study and then sketches the contemporary situation of gem study. He 
mentions that the public interest is now so big that he feels restrained. This was apparently 
the reason why some years before the publication of the book, de Wilde realised that 
knowledge becomes outdated extremely fast. He explains his selected gems as well as his 
conjectures about them, as well as their illustrations. Referring to gems, he adds that luxury is 
not limited to a certain period, but already existed in nature and in ancient religions, and is 
certainly carried out by many forefathers in previous history. The study of gems would hence 
also benefit other field of study, such as literature, and in particular poetry.97 De Wilde is 
aware of the difficulty of finding authentic knowledge of poetry, which was the basis for 
descriptions of gem images. He mentions that the image in the engraved jewelry only brought 
half of the knowledge, whereas the rest had to be found with the divine aid of ancient 
documents.98 Combining this knowledge in one book was probably one of the main forces 
that encouraged de Wilde to compose Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e Museo, which can also be 
inferred from the concluding lines the preface: 
“Therefore, I am trying here to combine the jewelry images and the stories of gods and 
goddesses in a more orderly way. The gem explanations and conjectures are entirely mine 
and therefore discussable. They are my descriptions, and not the undoubtable truth.”99 
By scrutinising above-mentioned books, we can tell that gem books from Italy and 
gem books from the Low Countries were discussing a reasonable number of mythological 
images and further their iconography. But then, when those gems were reproduced into other 
materials or depicted in book prints, did they keep exactly their original appearance? And 
since de Wilde already warned of the difficulty of collecting authentic poetry to use as 
supporting description for the mythological deities depicted, wouldn’t there exist unintended 
misreading of the iconography in the references? In the next chapter, this will be examined 
using the example of books that depicted engraved gems.  
                                           
97 de Wilde 1703, p. 2. 
98 Idem, p. 3. 
99 “Gemmarum expositiones, sive conjecturae aut divinationes, totae sunt meae: nihil hic ab ullo emendicatum, 
nihil aliena industria contulit. Dicam sidenter cum Cyro illo minore, ego ista omnia sum dimensus, mei sunt 
ordines, mea descriptio. Nec dicerem sane, nisi ita postularet ingrati cujusdam hominis perversa iniquitas.” 
Translated by the author of this paper. The Latin original text can be found in Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e 
Museo of de Wilde, 1703, p. 3. 
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4. Gem Image Representation and Alteration 
It is interesting to see the same gem illustrated in different gem books published in the Low 
Countries during the early modern period. Depicted in Dactyliotheca (1601) and Gemmae 
Selectae Antiquae e Museo (1703), the gem of Apollo and Marsyas was sought after by many 
people, while the original Augustan gem was owned by the Medici family. The term of 
‘original’ takes a significant meaning here, since many reproductions were crafted for having 
an own example on which to study the iconography. This also renders gem images illustrated 
in books as a sort of reproduction, in the sense that images of gems were depicted for gem 
study, or even as art pieces. Before we dedicate ourselves to book illustrations, we should 
orientate with gem replications into other gems as well as into different materials. Therefore, 
this chapter will treat the replication of gems as a connection with original gems, and 
investigate cases in which the images are copied into various materials in a modified version, 
and illustrate the reasons why this alteration took place. The continuous circulation and study 
of these small objects underlines the manifold ways in which gems were regarded by the 
people who were not part of the humanist circles, many of whom never got to see an actual 
engraved stone. A few of the most famous gems moved first from Ludovico Trevisan’s 
collection to Pope Paul II, and later to the collection of Lorenzo de’ Medici.100 Besides the 
actual movement of gems throughout Europe, their fame also sparked the replication in many 
forms in Italy, France, the Low Countries, and other regions. They were even reproduced in 
the Medici palace in Florence, but also duplicated in the form of wax impressions, smaller 
true to scale copies, and plaquettes. As mentioned earlier, they were also vigorously 
documented in the form of books.  
Rubens and Gorlaeus once possessed copies of the original Augustan Apollo and 
Marsyas carnelian that had belonged to Lorenzo de’ Medici (Fig. 2).101 Gem casts were often 
offered to collectors for purchase.102 But what did this practice mean to viewership, and how 
did it affect the fame of some of the most celebrated gems? Even though it was of course the 
uppermost goal of collectors to possess one of the original gem stones, the fifteenth century 
collecting spirit was more directed at knowing about the underlying stories told on the gems 
rather than ownership. Therefore, the value of a gem got in fact enhanced when a large 
number of replications emerged or when it became printed in a book, leading to a permanent 
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record.103 The most heavily reproduced gems therefore benefitted from the constant flow of 
information about them, stemming from the circulation of copies and prints. Hence, the value 
of a gem could be promoted by producing low-quality gesso copies. However, people were 
interested in the copies without ever intending to get a hold of the original, making copies art 
pieces as well, which add to the antiquity knowledge of the possessor. They also enhanced 
discussions about certain images. If many collectors had a reproduction of the same gem, 
there was a common basis of knowledge. Although copies were still difficult to achieve in a 
time before mass production, replication was heavily done through other media, including 
paintings, drawings and plaquettes.104 
Arguably, gem books therefore also fulfilled the same purpose as gems for the 
purpose of humanistic study, as was discussed in the previous chapter. Gorlaeus’ 
Dactyliotheca (1601) was the pioneer of directing gem illustrations into artistic image study 
as well. Gronovius released Gemmae et Sculturae Antique Depictae in 1685, which shares 
many images with Gorlaeus’ Dactyliotheca. Jacob de Wilde’s Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e 
Museo also include the same illustration of Apollo and Marsyas. Maaskant-Kleibrink (1997) 
hypothesizes in her research that Marsyas’ image as deity depiction in Gemmae Selectae 
Antiquae e Museo is misread as Pan (Fig. 3). In order to examine this, we should first 
acknowledge the distinction between Pan and Marsyas. Marsyas is a deity who has an affinity 
with the Low Countries. Marsyas was the son of Olympus and grew up in Phrygia.105 In 
Athens, the legend said that the flute was invented by Athena, who produced it out of deer’s 
bones. When Hera and Aphrodite saw her playing the flute though, they ridiculed her for how 
her face looked when she was using the instrument. In order to verify this, Athena 
immediately went to a river in Phrygia to see how her face looked. When she saw her own 
face mirroring in the water, she got shocked by how distorted her cheeks looked and threw 
away the flute. She realised the other two goddesses were right and threatened anyone who 
would try to pick up the flute with severe punishment. Marsyas found the flute and was 
delighted by the sound of the instrument. He thought the melody he played was the nicest in 
the world, which eventually led him to challenge Apollo to play a melody on the instrument 
as beautiful as his own. Apollo joined into the competition, under the condition that the 
winner could punish the loser in any way he wanted. After the first contest ended in a draw, 
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Apollo suggested the instrument be played upside down, a skill that Apollo maintained on his 
lyre. Marsyas inevitably lost and was tied to a pine tree and was flayed by Apollo. Later, he 
could not understand his anger anymore and broke his lyre. Marsyas was turned into a river. 
The gem motif typically depicts the scene where Marsyas is tied to a tree and punished.106 
The popularity of this scene can be explained by Apollo’s symbolism as god of the arts, but 
also by the implicit warning not to challenge the gods. 
What distinguishes Marsyas from Pan is the exact instrument they are attributed. 
While Marsyas is said to have had a conventional flute, Pan is depicted using a syrinx.107 
This is why Marsyas is always depicted in gems as holding the instrument. In Gemmae 
Selectae Antiquae e Museo, a gem on the Marsyas page is showing the character holding a 
syrinx. Does this indicate association of this gem with the wrong god? To elaborate on the 
question, let me further clarify the attributes of Pan. He is typically shown with goat legs and 
with horns, as he is a god of shepherds and flocks. Apparently, he originates from Arcadia, 
although knowledge about Pan became widespread outside the Greek world as well. He is a 
spirit who is half animal and half human and his body is hairy. The face is bearded, with 
distinctive wrinkles and chin. He is attributed great agility. As he was the god of shepherds, 
he enjoyed cool streams, woodland and sleeping in the noon heat. Characterwise, Pan was 
attributed high sexual energy, making him pursue nymphs.108 
Knowing this background, we can tell that Marsyas’ leg in de Wilde’s gem book is 
replaced by the one of Pan’s. Furthermore, he has a horn, which is Pan’s feature as well. It 
has to be remarked that both Marsyas and Pan are satyrs. They were depicted in many 
different ways, but in later stages they were often sketched with the lower body of a horse or 
goat and the upper body of a human. In either case, satyrs always have a long tail and a 
constantly erect penis. Now, can we assume that Marsyas could not possible have been 
depicted with goat’s legs? With the flow of time, satyrs appear to have undergone a 
‘humanisation’, with decreasingly obviously animalistic features. The lower legs turned to 
those of humans and their hooves were replaced by feet. The only ever-remaining evidence of 
their original form is the thick tail. What is noteworthy is that Marsyas was a satyr.109 What I 
interpreted is that Marsyas’ appearance almost shifted to that of a human with tail, as satyrs in 
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general experiences transformation. Coming back to the initial question, why would de Wilde 
include Pan in place of Marsyas? As he notes in his preface, de Wilde was composing 
descriptions about the images of gems through ancient poets, and he noted that finding 
authentic poems was a difficult feat. I presume that he would have formed the appearance of 
such deities and characters of Graeco-Roman myths according to these poems, and could 
have not accurately distinguished between Pan and Marsyas, for example because he did not 
come across the exact description of instruments that each of them carry. Both are satyrs and 
these used to have horse’s and goat’s legs. That might be the reason of why de Wilde depicts 
both Marsyas and Pan as Pan (Fig. 3 and Fig. 4). Furthermore, Pan had shepherd attributes, 
which connotate the omnipresent atmosphere of rural life in any gems related to Dionysus 
and his followers, which include satyrs such as Pan and Marsyas.110 Another typical attribute 
of Dionysus’ followers is the thyrsos, which is the most important symbol of Dionysus.111 
The thyrsos consists of two hanging Taenias (intestines) and one pine cone.112 
The thyrsos is depicted as one long stick with one evident pine cone and two hanging 
Taenias (Fig. 5). However, it is also frequently depicted on gems seemingly just like a tree 
branch (Fig. 6). Since Marsyas and Apollo are depicted together on the gem, one of the 
Apollo and Marsyas reproductions that was manufactured in the Low Countries during the 
early modern period appears to feature another satyr depicted with a thyrsos next to Marsyas 
(Fig. 7). It may not be highly apparent, but this could even be looked at as the tripod of 
Apollo, not as his instrument, the lyre. Then, how can we distinguish Apollo from other male 
deities? What was his feature that is distinct from those of other emperors or deities; because 
emperors such as Caesar and other male gods also had images with a laurel wreath on their 
head. Apollo was consistently sketched as a very beautiful god with an appealing stature, and 
especially admired for his long, curling black hair.113 This feature of Apollo is well described 
in Gronovius’ gem book as well (Fig. 8), referring that among other features attributed to 
Apollo, his unshorn hair is one of the most striking characteristics of his. It also appears that 
way on a carved onyx. According to Gronovius (1685), Greek lexicon writer Hesychius also 
comments on the unshorn hair, stating that it is an exception among gods’ appearances.114  
In his book Gemmae et Sculpturae Antiquae Depictae (1685), Gronovius included an 
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113 Grimal 1986, p. 48. 
114 Gronovius 1685, p. 2. 
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Apollo and Marsyas gem as well (Fig. 9). He remarks that the image of Apollo and Marsyas 
is notable not only because Marsyas is tied to the tree trunk, after he dared to challenge 
Apollo for a song competition that he lost. Gronovius also mentions that “it is also notable 
that Emperor Nero had a medal of himself crafted with Apollo on the back side. That 
highlights that Nero was eager to experience victories as well.”115 And he wanted to 
celebrate these victories not only in Rome, but also in Greece, searching for new crowns and 
regency. Nero therefore had himself depicted on the medal with a lyre in his hands. Nero 
wanted to be what was depicted on gems and medals: Heroes and gods, such as Apollo. “He 
resembled me, in his beauty, and also in the voice and the music.”116 Hence, here Gronovius 
also employs the concept of gems being used for the private wishes among ancient emperors. 
Gronovius also explains about the detailed iconography of this gem image, as “there is also a 
flute on Marsyas instead of the trunk in some depictions; it depends on the person who 
sculpted. He sometimes has a tail like Silenus, several poets and sculptors depicted him like 
that. He is kneeing to the feet of Apollo, who takes off Marsyas’ skin with a knife. We can 
also see a statue of the tied Marsyas with Apollo and a knife standing in the gardens of the 
Grand Duke in Rome.”117 By this, we can tell he was knowledgeable about the attributes of 
myth that this gem has.  
Seemingly, Gronovius was well informed about mythological characters’ attributes, 
since he depicted Marsyas’ tail, proving that he formerly possessed attributes of goats or 
horses. Furthermore, Olympus as a father of Marsyas who is begging for mercy to Apollo to 
leave him alive is rightful. One point that I presumably judge as modification of this image is 
the skin and face of the lion that Marsyas is sitting on. The face that is supposed to be the 
face of a lion appears to us rather like the face of a human. This becomes even more clear 
when we consider Gronovius was erudite about the appearance of mythological characters, 
by seeing the image of Pan in his book. Here, Pan is drawn with his pointing ears and horns, 
with the wrinkled face and with a beard that gives a hint of an animal (Fig. 10). It is 
interesting that Gronovius mentions Gorlaeus’ Dactyliotheca directly in the description of 
Apollo and Marsyas. He refers to Gorlaeus and his Dactyliotheca mentioning a precious gem 
made of agate that is engraved on both sides: On the front are the two heads of Nero himself 
and of his mother Agrippina. On the back side is a lyre and Apollo and Marsyas, whose 
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appearance resembles that of Nero as a young man. The seal has the following letters 
inscribed: “NERO. CLAUDIUS. CAESAR. AUGUSTUS. GERMANICUS. P. MAX. TR. P. 
IMP. P. P.”118 This seal of Nero is carved into a red Jasper stone. Even though Gronovius 
already appears to be familiar with Gorlaeus’ Dactyliotheca, their images of Apollo and 
Marsyas have distinguishable features (Fig. 11). 
Coming back to the comparison with the image of Apollo and Marsyas in Gorlaeus’ 
Dactyliotheca (1601), they are rather different. Maybe the fact that both share the lion’s face 
depicted as the face of a human can be considered a common point, but in Dactyliotheca, 
Marsyas is turned bald, maybe connotating that the flaying already started, and in here, 
Apollo’s instrument seems like changed to a kithara, which is another instrument of Apollo, 
though in this scene of myth, the lyre is supposed to be used. Furthermore, Olympus looks 
like a baby here. Maaskant-Kleibrink refers to this as result of “not understood”.119 I assume 
she judged that way Olympus is depicted as a baby although he is supposed to beg for 
Marsyas life as his father. However, Olympus being depicted as a baby better not be 
conceived as false, because even though Olympus as a famous flautist is commonly said to be 
the father of Marsyas, he is occasionally Marsyas’ son and pupil as well.120 Therefore, if 
Olympus could be the son of Marsyas in frequent occasion, why it should he not be depicted 
as a baby? Nevertheless, in Dactyliotheca (1601) and Gemmae et Sculpturae Antiquae 
Depictae (1685), the tree that Marsyas is tied to remains a tree, whereas in Gemmae Selectae 
Antiquae e Museo, it is transformed into a column. Here, the lion’s feature disappeared, and 
the double flute of Marsyas is shaped as X rather than hanging on the trees like in other books. 
We can presume that de Wilde had difficulty to find authentic sources to depict those images, 
or the sketched gem was a Renaissance reproduction, which meets the demand of certain 
images that de Wilde’s contemporaries were seeking for. By this, we can understand the 
image reproduction into other materials, while keeping the original images derived from 
gems unchanged. 
Another hypothesis how the image alternation might have occurred is that deviations 
from the original image could have been incorporated into gem books when the engraving of 
gem image was crafted. Depending on the print block engraver’s degree of understanding on 
the iconography, the image could have been not fully projected onto the print block. If we see 
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the actual gems that displayed in Gemmae Selectae Antiquae e Museo (Fig. 12), often the 
actual gem image does not match the high definition of the prints done by engravings. 
Regarding the gem images that did alter, it indicates how gem image engravers understood 
the myth associated with the gem image. 
If we dominantly treated the Augustian Apollo and Marsyas cornelian’s image 
represented in gem books, how can we comprehend the iconography of this gem image 
depicted on a Renaissance portrait painting? There are numerous painters who used gem 
images as inspiration or casted the Apollo and Marsays myth’s scene, and these paintings 
have been subject of discussion by current research. However, the iconography of gem 
depictions in paintings has so far never been discussed. In “Idealised Portrait of a Lady 
(Portrait of Simonetta Vespucci as Nymph)”, CA.1475 by early modern painter Sandro 
Botticelli (1445-1510), Simonetta Vespucci is wearing an Apollo and Marsyas gem. (Fig. 13) 
Judging by the colour, the depicted gem is possibly a black onyx, which is not the original 
carnelian that was in the Medici family’s possession. Interesting points arise when we 
consider Simonetta here is depicted as a Nymph, and starting from this fact make a 
connection with the Apollo and Marsyas myth. Nymphs often appear in mythology as a love 
motif, and their lovers were frequently male spirits, such as Satyrs. However, they also 
attracted the attention of the greater gods like Zeus, Apollo or Dionysus.121 Similarly, 
Simonetta is said to have been popular at the Medici court from the start. The two brothers 
Lorenzo and Giuliano immediately found interest in her. Since Lorenzo was occupied with 
his obligations, only Giuliano had the chance to pursue Simonetta. When Simonetta arrived 
in Florence, she was discovered by painter Sandro Botticelli. He painted a banner that 
Giuliano carried at a jousting tournament. The banner contained a picture of Simonetta and 
the statement “The unparalleled one” in French, alluding to her exceptional beauty.122 
Interestingly, Simonetta is also used as model in the Birth of Venus painting. Presumably, 
Botticelli used the frame of myth to connotate Simonetta’s state in the portraits. Likewise, 
understanding gem image iconography of the era assists to comprehend the iconography of 
paintings as well, and I will leave this road to be paved further by upcoming studies. 
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Conclusion 
In the early modern period, gem images were represented in diverse materials. This could 
include copied gems, casts, depictions in books and paintings or the transferal of the images 
to portals or other forms of art. This raised the question why early modern gem image 
possessors were so passionate about these images. This study illuminated how Renaissance 
contemporaries interpreted gem images’ iconographies, depending on their own way of 
mythological image interpretation. In order to obtain a more precise picture, I took heed of 
the eras preceding the early modern period. 
Taking place since antiquity, gem collecting practice and erudition of gems went 
through multi-faceted stages. While gem stones often served as signets or as symbols of 
power in antiquity, they were seen with scepticism starting from the dawn of the Middle Ages. 
Among the sorts of images that gems could have, mythological images were shunned as 
Christianity strengthened in the Middle Ages. Mythological images were to a large extent 
considered pagan in the Middle Ages and therefore either destroyed or hidden. When the 
influence of Christianity weakened and the rise of science began, mythological gems 
witnessed their revival with the periodical change in the Renaissance Period. The ancient 
gods depicted on mythological gems were highly attractive again to the curious humanists of 
the Renaissance. 
Gems with mythological images were collected and served for scholarly erudition 
amongst early modern humanists and royals. Engraved gems were among the objects sought 
after as part of antique collections with their images as access point toward the ancient world. 
This trend materialised in numerous gem books that were produced, covering scientific 
aspects and iconographic research, or simply serving the purpose of studying artistic images. 
The revival of gems has come with the rise of widespread reproduction. 
The images on the gems were so popular that they were represented in different other 
media, such as other gems, casts, prints or enlarged ornaments. The availability of images 
benefited the humanists of the early modern period. Knowledge on mythological scenes 
assisted them to advance into the highest levels of society. Elites and royals were themselves 
curious to learn about the stories told on gem images from humanists. Considering all these 
reasons for early modern humanists to engage in gem collecting and knowledge exchange, it 
is logical that so many contemporaries were enthusiastic about the gem image reading 
practice. 
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Yet, another question to be answered is why specifically the image of Apollo and 
Marsyas from the original carnelian was so immensely sought after. The scene of Apollo and 
Marsyas bears a connotation of harmony and peace, which was highly pursued by the early 
modern contemporaries. It further symbolises victory, in person of Apollo. Studying Apollo 
and Marsays as main gem image for tracing the iconography change, it turned out that the 
interpretations can vary depending on which era the beholders lived and how individuals 
were knowledgeable about the myth. The image of Apollo and Marsyas also suits to 
demonstrate that there were different interpretations among early modern humanists. The 
interpretation of mythological images was often based on ancient poems associated with 
mythology. As different readers would have comprehended poems in different ways, images 
on gems were understood differently. 
A way to facilitate the problem of differing interpretations was to directly 
communication with other collectors. The letter exchange on engraved gems between 
humanists, artists and scholars led to dispersion of knowledge on gems. In a letter exchange 
between Rubens and Peiresc, Gnostic gems were interpreted from the viewpoint of science, 
which was a rising field of study in the early modern period. Given the different approach to 
interpret the iconography on Gnostic gems, the meaning of them must inevitably be read 
differently than in medieval times. This gem discussion does not only reveal how Peiresc and 
Rubens interpreted Gnostic gems, but also how they shared their ideas reflecting the 
conventions of their era. 
Gem knowledge circulation was also supported by the invention of the printing 
technology, which allowed gem books with prints of gem image engravings to be 
multiplicated. The continuous circulation and study of engraved gems underlines the multiple 
ways in which they were regarded by the people who were part of the humanist circles of 
gem collecting, many of whom never even got to see a real engraved stone. We could tell the 
collectors comprehended gem iconography in a collaborative way, each focusing on diverse 
disciplines within the field of study. These clarify that during the course of reproduction of 
gems, the gem image could go through transformation, which can be traced through gem 
book images. Knowing engraved gem images’ iconography not only assists in visualising 
ancient mythological description, but can also help decoding the early modern period’s 
portrait painting iconography.  
My attempt to think from the perspective of an early modern period’s gem interpreter 
might bear some coarse judgement due to the mental leap from our contemporary to the 
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Renaissance. Nevertheless, hopefully my enthusiasm to link up the gem interpretation 
mechanism of that bygone era with our way of understanding supported by some effort to 
provide relevant resources dating from ancient period to early modern period. 
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